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REVIEWS
BARBARA D. MERINO, EDITOR
North Texas State University
REVIEW ESSAY
REFLECTIONS OF A RENAISSANCE SCHOLAR: Carl Devine's Essays in Accounting Theory, Volumes I-V, (AAA, members - $8.00 each or $40.00 paperback set; nonmembers - $12.00
each or $60.00 paperback set)
Reviewed by
Edward Arrington
University of Iowa
For most of us, certain texts stand not as documents from
which one learns; but, rather, like friends and family, as
sources from which self concepts are formed. Along with a few
novels and works in philosophy, Carl Devine's Essays in Accounting Theory, which span five decades of his work, occupy
that status for me. This critique of his work is thus deliberately
self-reflective. It can't be otherwise. This both complicates and
enriches this review.
As a twenty-two year old student of literature, I had the
idea that accounting might best be viewed as a literary discourse, with all the trappings of constructing human experience in meaningful ways that we typically attribute to great
narratives. Unbeknownst to me, Carl Devine was one of the few
persons in accounting who might be enthusiastically open to
such a view. I was fortunate to find him. Since then, countless
hours of dialogue have ensued; and, without that experience,
my romance with accounting would have been short lived. Like
the man himself, the texts of Devine's essays stand as a monument of reflection on the expansiveness of visions of accounting, and they are to be read as precisely that — an attempt to
keep options open, to proliferate rather than to close discourse.
Devine's work is massive in two ways. Name any issue in
accounting or in twentieth century intellectual history; it's in
the text. Devine is a bookworm, a Renaissance scholar. But he
is not ascetic. Knowledge, for him, must be cast into the
experience of humans. His task and his joy is to take the most
difficult intellectual issues and mix them with the soil of
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human experience called accounting; in his words, accounting
provides a way for the scholar to get dirty fingernails. This
awareness that knowledge is in the service of humans rather
than humans being in the service of knowledge, gives Devine's
work an ever present grounding in classical American pragmatism. It is the pragmatist's themes that knit his work together. Because of the expansiveness of his work and the limits
imposed on this essay, I will focus upon these themes in this
reveiw. As a caveat, however, this in no way implies that the
texts are limited to these themes; a review of his work could
take an infinity of approaches. The Essays are to be read, not
reviewed.
TWENTIETH CENTURY THOUGHT AND REFLECTIONS
ON ACCOUNTING: DEVINE AS HISTORY
The twentieth century intellectual scene has seen it all.
From the earlier optimism of the "human sciences" and Comtean sociocracy (a kind of faith in science to construct the City
of God), to the post 1945 concerns with alienation, despair, and
the dark side of human nature, a scholar whose work spans this
century is a case study in Paradise Lost and Found. Moving to
accounting, the twentieth century condition is even more exciting because it is more compressed.
Accounting only engaged the discourse of science after
intellectual history had entered its dark side. Carl Devine can
be found in the early years dragging accounting,
kicking and screaming, into the mainstream of science with its emphasis on quantitative methods, experimentation, and design and out of the image accounting had of itself as a system of medieval bookkeeping. Particularly in Volumes I and II, with their
p e d a g o g i c a l focus on s c i e n t i f i c t h o u g h t a n d
methodology, the historian of accounting can read a
fascinating account of how novel and difficult the
"education" of accounting must have been. The attempt early is to promote science as a way to expand
the discourse of accounting.
Throughout the essays, the education continues.
By the time one gets to Volume V, the dream is over.
Like so many other disciplines, Devine begins to
suspect that accounting has misunderstood science,
turned its back on the difficulties that it has created
for human life, and privileged itself as not one
among many possible discourses in the conversation
of mankind but as THE only credible discourse — the
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language of science as, in Richard Rorty's terms —
"Nature's Own Vocabulary." Ironically, Devine finds
himself in a position of recognizing that his earlier
assumption that science could be used to expand
accounting discourse has instead been used to close
off possibilities — science had converted itself from
an object in the service of humans to the subject for
which humans become objects. This is the single
most dominant theme in intellectual thought today.
For Devine, the arrogant and imperialist discourse of
"positive" accounting is the contemporary culprit. Only
through complete inattention to the history and philosophy of
science, could accountants reach a point at which they declare
themselves "value free." No serious scientist believes that
anymore, and Devine finds the situation in accounting so
obscene that he relies on parody:
How is it possible for a social scientist not to be
involved personally in any social investigation. The
investigator is handicapped by being a member of a
particular gender, a particular ethnic group, steeped
in an educational tradition, attached to a demographical class, bound to a national or regional pers u a s i o n , c o n d i t i o n e d by a n u r b a n o r r u r a l
background — in short, by being a member of the
human species (Volume 5, p. 6).
Accounting has gone full circle under Devine's wing. While
accounting was late in embracing the methods of science, it is
equally late in coming to understand their limitations. Devine
prodded accounting into the embrace; he is also prodding it
into recognition of the fact that science is not what we think it
is but is instead one among many ways to understand Socrates'
question — what does it mean to be a human being? Our early
shunning of the discourse of science caused us to ignore it; our
later shunning of the discourse of science causes us to worship
it in decidely dogmatic, unscientific ways. Maybe we'll learn.
THE PRE-EMINENCE OF VALUES:
DECIDING WHO COUNTS
Whenever I think about Devine, I envision the many instances in which his discourse has turned to the question of
values. In his terms, "The first thing an accountant has to do is
decide who counts." Like D. R. Scott, Devine always recognizes
that every decision the accountant makes is fraught with possibilities for justice or injustice with respect to specific groups.
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It can't be avoided. Thus it makes no sense to speak of accounting in any sense as a "value-free" discipline, though the
tendency to adopt a rhetoric of neutrality is rampant in
academic accounting all the way from the income theorists to
the empiricists. Again, Devine relies upon parody:
There is no question that everyone, including accountants, sometimes makes silly statements and
gets carried away with the wrong sirens. Certainly
the "just-give-me-the-facts-so-I-can-record-them attitude is among the silliest. Accountants, as representatives of a service function, must designate (implicitly or explicitly) their host groups whose objectives are to be accepted. Presumably, the objectives
of accounting become a set of sub-objectives —
means — that are consistent with those of the host
system. (Volume 5, p. 12).
Devine is attacking the kind of imperialism, chauvinism,
and arrogance that accountants have borrowed from Milton
Friedman's view that either it is possible to conduct inquiry
independently of values or that we all agree on values. Universities are exploding with inquiry and research into ways in
which this denial of values has created a nightmare of existence
for most of humanity. It is simply incredible, in the eyes of the
contemporary university and in the eyes of Devine, that an
intellectual discipline that is already in the service of elites
could claim academic privilege because of its "value-freeness."
Devine has always recognized the strengths and weaknesses of
a discipline that places it values in market commerce; he has
also always recognized the evils of denying those values. The
first thing an accountant does is decide who counts. He is also
responsible for the consequences of that decision.
SOME VERY IMPORTANT MISCELLANY
First, Devine shares with the pragmatists a concern for
"truth" (no capital) rather than "Truth." Truth (capital T) is a
proper noun, a stable, immutable condition of the universe that
never changes, something that one can love with all one's heart
and soul — it is sort of like a Guardian Angel, never seen, but
always there to provide metaphysical comfort. It is as old as
the Gods and became scholastic with the Greek idea of
theoretical discourse. In accounting, Devine wages war against
theorists and metaphysicians of Truth. The early battle is
against the income theorists notion of "True Income" and "The
Laws of Accounting." The early essays are fascinating trips
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/aah_journal/vol15/iss1/8
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through the aburdity of grounding accounting in this Platonic
theory of "Ideal Forms." The later essays are equally devastating critiques of the metaphyics of, in Popper's terms,
"Methodolatry" — a belief that by adherence to certain
Methods the "Truth," description of "The Way the World Is"
will reveal itself — the decidely unscientific rhetoric of
"positivists" in accounting. For Devine, the income theorists
and the current generation of methodolatrists are mirror images of each other.
On the other hand, truth (no capital) is a property that
attaches to certain things we might say. It is for Devine and the
pragmatists, something that a community finds useful to believe, and useful for definite assignable reasons that have to do
with ways in which problems can be solved and life can be
changed. In short, it is grounded in human values and choices.
Nature ("the way the world is" or God if you prefer) is indifferent to accounting; the truth value of accounting depends
solely upon its ability to help humans do more interesting
things and become more interesting people. Surely, in a discipline like accounting, one whose subject matter is exclusively
a construct of human values and agency, the quest for "Truth"
is an intellectual absurdity.
There are two other important points that I would like to
make salient. First, Devine is fascinated with the role of language in constructing knowledge and meaning, and draws
upon the early work in semiotics and what it might have to say
to accountants. What he could not have foreseen is the way in
which semiotics has been expanded to the point that, currently,
the history of ideas is firmly grounded in the overriding importance of language in the construction of meaning. Contemporary work in hermeneutics, structuralism, and poststructuralism that is sweeping the human sciences is beginning to
surface in accounting. This work owes a debt to Devine for
being the first scholar to position accounting firmly in the
domain of language.
The second point I wish to highlight is Devine's view of
accounting as a behavioral science and how his view has been
all too easily converted into a belief that certain "methods"
associated with "behavioral research" are the limit of what he
had in mind. For Devine, describing accounting as a behavioral
science is a way to establish that the meaning of accounting is
grounded in human agency. It is another way to let truth take
precedence over Truth and human values take their rightful
place at the origins of accounting. To say that accounting is a
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behavioural science is simply to say that it is a malleable,
invented discourse that humans construct and change in ways
that facilitate human agency. Accounting is one of those
mechanisms through which humans talk their way into the
meanings that they create for their lives. If Devine had written
today, he would choose the term "hermeneutical" rather than
"behavioral," a term that is beginning to surface throughout
the human sciences and which calls attention to the fact that
disciplines like accounting are constructions of meaning, not
"behavioral" responses to a meaning that is already present.
CONCLUSION
Devine's essays demand reading, not review. Further, they
demand an intellectually informed reading. The footnotes
themselves are tremendous journeys through intellectual history, and the textual concentration on accounting requires an
understanding of the broader issues addressed in the footnotes.
But for those who want to move accounting and their own
academic practice onto solid intellectual ground, Devine is
invaluable. For my part, these texts are sacred.
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BOOK REVIEWS:
Hall, William D. Accounting and Auditing: Thoughts on Forty
Years in Practice and Education. Authur Andersen & Co., © 1987
(A single complimentary copy can be obtained from the
Chicago office of Arthur Andersen & Co.)
by Robert J. Kirsch
Bowling Green State University
William D. Hall, retired Arthur Andersen partner, has
written a short (81 pages), timely, thought provoking book sure
to be of interest to accounting practitioners, educators, and
students. Hall's forty-plus years of professional experience are
tapped to draw comparisons between the profession's immediate post-World War II past and its present and to present
pithy insights into current areas of concern to accountants.
The book consists of thirteen brief essays. Topics covered
include: the past and present of public accounting, the characteristics of an effective auditor, the education of an accountant,
the form and substance of professional ethics, specialization,
the relation of practice to theory, rules versus judgement, the
need for a usable conceptual framework, ownership of the
financial statements, professional self-regulation, the scope of
practice, and the impact of litigation on auditing practice.
While it is not possible within the confines of this critique
to discuss Hall's thinking on this diverse list of topics, it may
be possible to capture some of the flavor of this delightfully
well-written series of essays.
In his essay, "The Education of an Accountant," Hall
points out the need for accountants to obtain a broader education, not merely in their narrow area of specialization, but also
in the humanities, writing, mathematics and economics. Many
an accountant has a highly focused education resulting in a
"pinched outlook" which often "handicaps" his/her performance. "It restricts his vision, it hampers his reasoning. More
subtly, it may limit his relationship with clients and others in
the business community, where an increasing number of leaders are concerning themselves with societal issues." (p. 16)
Accountants and business people, in general, must become
better writers as business is now "paying the price for focusing
too long on technical proficiency alone." Accountants and auditors should remember the time and effort consumer product
manufacturers spend on packaging and recognize that they
"package their (own) products in (accounting) reports."
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Insufficient economic knowledge of exchange rates, interest rates, financing techniques and financial instruments could
cause the accountant to "fail to understand the significance of
a transaction and . . . have difficulty in discussing it intelligently with client executives." (p. 18)
Concerning adequate knowledge of mathematics and
statistics, Hall notes that accountants must understand the
concepts underlying actuarial determination. "Present-value
calculations cannot remain a mystery." The auditor must be
conversant with statistical concepts and techniques, such as
the laws of probability, validity of samples, and sampling
techniques.
In his, perhaps, most controversial essay, "Accounting's
Urgent Need: A Usable Conceptual Framework," Hall observes
that fear of the direction Financial Accounting Standards
Board objectives may lead has "slowed the progress" of the
conceptual framework development. Far from regarding such
objectives as "impossible, unnecessary or threatening", Hall
sees them as a vehicle to "give a sense of order — the direction
and priorities — required for gradually bringing practice closer
to the objectives." (p. 45) Central to the notion of objectives is
Hall's answer to the question about what they should be. They
should be "based on value." Value to investors is the present
value of future case flows from their investments.
It follows . . . that the objective of financial
statements should be concerned with communicating information regarding the values of economic
resources of an enterprise, the claims against those
resources and changes in those resources and claims,
(p. 46)
Hall argues that such an overall objective would work and is
needed. "To adopt and begin implementing the value objective
would not be traumatic." But it would require a change in the
mindset of most business executives and accountants away
from "an excessive preoccupation with objectivity . . . . They
would be parted from their security blanket — historical cost."
Hall sees the d e v e l o p m e n t of a sound c o n c e p t u a l
framework, based on users' needs, within which orderly change
could take place as preferable to continuing to repair the
historical cost model which "will eventually fall of its own
weight." (p. 49) Such observations are sure to cause many an
accountant's eyebrows to be raised. It is also worth noting that
Hall does not discuss the problems inherent in value accounting, such as determining fair market value of plant assets at the
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/aah_journal/vol15/iss1/8
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balance sheet date, or adjusting the present values of liabilities
for interest rate fluctuations.
Nevertheless, in a concentrated printed space, in a thought
provoking and constructively critical way, Hall manages to
address diverse current accounting issues. He recognizes that
much change has occurred in the size, scope, and complexity of
the profession (read: public accounting, as Hall does not touch
upon other accounting areas, except education). Hall welcomes
most of the changes, but he also notes the challenges and
opportunities which they represent.
The format of the book, a collection of essays, results in a
minimal amount of repetition. However, that does not detract
from the merit of the work. Well written, lucid, easy reading,
the book can be perused in an evening or two and serve as a
thought provoker for years.
H. Thomas Johnson, A New Approach to Management Accounting History (New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1986, pp. 161,
$24.00).
by Joseph R. Razek
University of New Orleans
Before 1970, the prevailing view of management accounting history, as articulated by S. Paul Gardner, A. C. Littleton
and Sidney Polard, was that (1) management accounting originated because of the need to value inventories at cost and
(2) management accounting, as we know it today, did not
develop until the late nineteenth century, when the fixed costs
of many industrial concerns became large enough to necessitate considerable attention to accounting allocation procedures. As a result, accounting historians often slighted the
internal accounting practices of early business organizations.
They tended to believe that since management accounting was
merely a peripheral result of the financial reporting process
and since accounting was a technical process, which could be
studied exclusively in terms of itself, the only sources that they
really needed to consult were the published works of accountants.
In his extensive research into the history of management
accounting, Professor Johnson has uncovered evidence that
refutes the above assumptions. He has found that fully integrated cost accounting systems were in use prior to the 1860's
and that by the second decade of the present century, almost
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all of the internal accounting practices taught in today's management accounting courses were employed by many organizations. He has also demonstrated that early management accounting practices developed in order to provide information
for the use of managers, rather than just to value inventories.
For this contribution to our knowledge of accounting history,
Professor Johnson was awarded the prestigeous hourglass
award in 1981.
This volume is divided into two sections. The first contains
reprints of three articles written by Professor Johnson which
are, in essence, case studies of three firms operating between
the 1850's and the 1920's. These studies successfully trace the
development of the internal accounting practices used by most
of today's industrial concerns.
The first article discusses the accounting records used by a
New England textile firm, Lyman Mills, in the 1850's. In this
study, Professor Johnson shows that a "modern" cost accounting system was in use at this time. He concludes that the
system was used to facilitate the control of internal plant
operations, rather than to "evaluate production decisions or to
determine the costs and benefits of technological innovations"
(p. 12).
In the second article, Professor Johnson demonstrates how
the formation of large, integrated industrial firms at the end of
the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth centuries
encouraged the introduction of innovative accounting practices. He does this by means of an examination of how the
Dupont Powder Company used its centralized management
accounting system, in the early part of this century, to help it
plan its long-term development and avoid the internal inefficiencies that sometimes accompany large size.
In the third article, Professor Johnson discusses the development of the management accounting techniques that developed in order to provide both the divisional and the top
management of multidivisional organizations data with which
to evaluate individual managers' performance, company-wide
performance and future company policy. His primary focus is
the development of these techniques at General Motors, in the
1920's, and "the results obtained with them in practice and
their alleged shortcomings . . . " (p. 36).
The second section contains reprints of six articles and
papers which interpret the case studies in the first section and
examine the views put forth by several accounting historians,
as well as scholars in other related fields, as to the role of
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/aah_journal/vol15/iss1/8
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historical research and research methods in the area of management accounting. Of particular interest to this reviewer was
the paper titled "The Search for Gain in Markets and Firms: A
Review of the Historical Emergence of Management Accounting Systems," in which Professor Johnson explores the organizational conditions underlying the emergence of management
accounting and how, through certain organizational processes,
management accounting affects society.
This volume has a number of uses, both in and out of the
classroom. For a course in accounting history, it forms the
basis of a module on management accounting. It can also be
used in an advanced or graduate-level course in managerial
accounting to provide historical background and an unders t a n d i n g of how the. v a r i o u s m a n a g e m e n t a c c o u n t i n g
techniques developed, as well as to demonstrate how the
examination of a particular organization can be used as a
research tool. Finally, it can (and should) be used as a personal
reference by persons undertaking research projects in accounting history, as well as those just interested in the development of accounting thought.

Robert Shaplen, Kreuger: Genius and Swindler (New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1960. Reprint edition, New York: Garland
Publishing, Inc., 1986, 262 pp. $40.00).
by Dale L. Flesher
University of Mississippi
Unlike most of the books published in the Garland "Accounting Thought and Practice Through the Years" series, this
is not a reprint of an old accounting book. Instead, this volume
— a biography — essentially outlines the dangers of a lack of
uniformity in financial reporting. Ivar Kreuger, originally a
Swedish match manufacturer and later an alleged international financial genius, was a living legend in the 1920s. He
raised money in rich countries and lent vast sums to governments in need of capital following World War I. Kreuger's
companies benefited from this scheme in that he obtained legal
match monopolies in exchange for the loans. He raised so much
capital that the securities of his companies were the most
widely held in the world by the late 1920s. In fact, Kreuger was
viewed in almost a saint-like manner for two reasons. First, the
securities of his companies traditionally paid such high dividends that even small investors could quickly get rich by
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buying into new issues. Second, the money that was lent to
war-ravaged governments was used for such humanitarian
purposes that many a life and many a regime were saved.
Unfortunately, it was mostly a pyramid scheme. Despite
some legitimate businesses and legitimate loans, Kreuger was
primarily engaged in using money from new investors to pay
dividends to previous investors. Kreuger advocated a financial
reporting policy based on secrecy. He argued that investors
need know nothing more than a company's dividend policy.
Anything more could be used to a company's detriment by
competitors. Consequently, there were no financial statements
and no audits.
Although such a grand scheme was destined to be uncovered, the actual fall of Kreuger's empire was hastened by the
coming of the Great Depression. By 1932, it became exceedingly difficult to find new investors to put up the funds necessary to pay dividends on old securities. Seeing the end, Ivar
Kreuger took his own life in March, 1932. The book gives much
credit to the CPA firm of Ernst & Ernst in bringing on
Kreuger's suicide. Price Waterhouse performed the investigation for bankruptcy purposes, which was not a simple task
given that there were over 400 subsidiary corporations and
that claims filed exceed $ 1 billion (and that was when a billion
dollars was a lot of money). No larger fraud has ever been
perpetrated.
The author devoted several years of research to this project
including the conducting of many interviews both in the U.S.
and Europe. As to qualifications, the author is beyond reproach. Prior to getting involved in the Kreuger project, Shaplen had conducted a lengthy study and written many articles
on Philip Musica and the McKesson and Robbins case. It was
his fascination with accounting swindles that prompted the
investigation into the greatest swindle of all time — that by
Kreuger.
In summary, this is a fascinating book that can be enjoyed
by both accountants and the general reader. Kreuger played a
large role in the development of mandatory financial reporting
as we know it today.

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/aah_journal/vol15/iss1/8

12

